CHAPTER   I
THE    VALUE     OF    TRADITION
ON the battlements of one of those frontier fortresses
that once crowned the rugged heights of the Pyrenees
the vigilant captain might often be seen pacing to and
fro. This was at the end of the fourteenth century.
The captain was a Basque, though some say that he
had Scottish blood in his veins. His name, so Froissart
the historian tells us, was L'Essep, ancestor of the
great man whose biography is the subject of this book.
Ever since that time, more than half a millennium
ago, the Lesseps family, resident at the nearby seaport
of Bayonne, can point to an honourable record of
public service. From the beginning they were frontier
folk, and that heritage may in large measure be
responsible for their peculiar qualifications for repre-
senting their country abroad. Foreign affairs was
indeed their metier. The Peace of the Pyrenees in
1659 did more than secure to Louis XIV the integrity
of his kingdom, it secured to him also the devotion of
these trusty Pyrenean subjects. Under those notable
ministers of the Grand Monarch, Mazarin, Lionne, and
Fleury, the Lesseps were tutored in the arts of
diplomacy, and they were apt pupils. But in the
more delicate atmosphere of statecraft they never lost
the honesty, simplicity and vigour of their native high-
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